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The Sophie Journal Copyright © 2015. All Rights Reserved. power and the board of directors of the avant-garde Kammerspiele was arrested.
Soon everyone was released except for Edgar Weil, the only Jewish board member. When he was finally set free, Edgar and Grete decided to leave Germany; a most difficult decision for two Germanists who were deeply rooted in the German language and culture and who had no marketable skills with which to start a new life. Edgar apprenticed himself in his parents' pharmaceutical factory in Frankfurt and was soon able to open a small branch of the firm in the Netherlands. Grete learned professional photography in Munich, then followed him to Amsterdam in 1935.
The twelve years in Dutch exile were most traumatic for Grete Weil, and they became thematic in her later books. Until the outbreak of World War II and the subsequent German occupation of the Netherlands, the young couple made reasonable living but felt culturally isolated and increasingly worried about family members left behind in Germany. Grete's beloved father died at a timely moment, in 1937, before the deportation and extermination of Jews began. Her brother emigrated to England and, by subterfuge, Grete succeeded in bringing her mother to the Netherlands. That country was overrun in May 1940 by the German Army and soon the Nazis enacted repressive laws against Jews in the occupied Netherlands. The systematic rounding up of the Jewish population started in July 1942, but in June 1941, Edgar was quite arbitrarily apprehended in the street and together with a few hundred refugee youthssent to Mauthausen concentration camp, with its notorious quarry. There he was murdered within three months. The violent death of her husband left Weil with a life-long emotional wound. She contemplated suicide, but refrained in order to take care of her mother by accepting a job with the Jewish Council in Amsterdam, which temporarily protected both women from deportation. In September 1943, the last remnant of the Jewish population was to be sent to the death camps, Weil and her mother went into hiding and managed to survive the war.
Weil put her photographic skills to good use by providing the Dutch underground with pictures needed for falsified identity cards, and she kept her illegal work while in hiding. After a hiatus of 10 years, she also resumed writing.
Her short story Ans Ende der Welt (To the End of the World) was completed in 1945, shortly after the end of the war. It is a differentiated fictional account of some of her harrowing observations and experiences as a clerk for the Jewish Council in Amsterdam's Joodsche Schouwburg, The Jewish Theatre, where apprehended Jews were processed before being deported to the death camps.
From then on, Weil made it her task as a writer to witness against forgetting. Since she saw herself as a German writer and the German culture as her culture, she re-migrated to West Germany as early as 1947. Many years later, she remembers in an interview: "Germany was as broken as I myself, and that was just what I needed. At first one also had the feeling that one could really help rebuild." 4 Moreover, Weil had friends among progressive West German intellectuals and artists, in particular the stage director Walter Jockisch, whom she married in 1960. Unfortunately, she could not find a publisher for her short story in the Federal Republic. In 1949, it appeared in the German Democratic Republic, where it was much acclaimed, as was a Dutch translation one year later in the Netherlands. The book was totally ignored in the Federal Republic. own contemporaries, the narrator pins her hope for the future on these young people and their generation worldwide (Weil, 12) .
However, the narrator has to cope with the here and now of her seemingly endless walk. Heavy smognot mentioned in the travel brochures she had studied long before her tripcatches up with her. It is a new phenomenon, she was told, because of the enormous increase in cars and factories, "the six million fog of prosperity" (Weil, 12) . What would she answer to the ever-repeated question of how she likes America? "No opinion, Mr. Gallup, however painful this confession" (Weil, 13) . She had become a well-educated, well-traveled polyglot with an interest in art and politics, and she had thought she knew the US quite well before her arrival. However, what she experiences is very different:
Confusion already upon leaving the airplane. Perfect technical devices, but where this perfection ends, blatant primitively, the artificial bird that is alive, the life-like flowers that are artificial, skyscrapers and shacks, erudition and naiveté, highly intense spirituality and self-satisfied humdrum routine, iron-barred windows and open doors. 9
Contrasts and contradictions everywhere. Yet, as the sun sets, the narrator witnesses a magic display of colors that transforms the edge of the drab desert. It is so glorious that, to her amazement, she starts "thinking in superlatives" typical for the US. Then suddenly, night falls (Weil 17) .
The many contrasts and contradictions experienced on her long walk home of her uncle and aunt are just a prelude to what is awaiting the narrator there. She is struck by the frantic attempt of these elderly relatives to project themselves as super-Americans. Sitting at the edge of the desert among their stately European furniture, they loudly praise the land of freedom and democracy, throwing in bits of English. Yet, they are mortally afraid of falling sick, "Illness is for the rich only in this country. God?" (Weil 38) . One would ride the relaxed and inexpensive ferry to Staten Island "past the hypertrophic statue of liberty, facing the skyline, known for having been the promise of a new and better life for countless people" (Weil 38).
One would cross the spectacular bridges that connect Manhattan with Brooklyn, with Queens and with Hoboken and one would see the people of color everywhere "but one would never get to Harlem." 11 Yet that is where the narrator, who feels drawn to the under-privileged, insists on going, however strongly her New York friends try to dissuade her.
No longer just an observer, the narrator makes herself vulnerable on the bus to Harlem as soon as she finds herself the only white person left. Fellow passengers begin to stare at her. In her uneasiness, she does exactly what she has always deeply despised in others:
"I took notice of the fact that the driver was a white man and felt relief. Declared my solidarity with his fat neck. Was convinced that these coarse hands that clasped the wheel would protect me.
Even before I had really set foot in Harlem, I had got myself caught in the vicious circle of fear and prejudice." 12 A young boy taunts her. For a moment she feels disoriented and very insecure, then she gets off at the corner of Lenox Avenue and 125th, Harlem's main shopping street. This street with its provincial, lower middle class stores shocks the narrator more than the hopelessly neglected black streets of New Orleans close to the French quarter, "the vaunted tourists attraction of the South" (Weil 46) . Black streets in New Orleans "shamelessly demonstrate the victory of one race over another," whereas Harlem's Main Street appears harmlessly petty bourgeois at first sight "and yet it is avoided by white people, as if they might catch leprosy or the plague there." 13 Noticing the large contingent of white, tall, burly, brutal-looking policemen, three of them at each street corner, she is inclined to consider them as enemies, both on the strength of her experiences with authorities of law and order during the Nazi years and because, in their eyes, she evidently has no business being in the black neighborhood (Weil 47 ).
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The narrator contrasts her attempt to confront life in Harlem with the "play-it-safe" approach of visitors in a passing routing coach, who dutifully take pictures of whatever their travel guide points out from behind the bus windows (Weil 47) . She peers into the stores and notices that they are run by white people, "Jews all of them, German, Polish, Russian, fled from Hitler or already earlier from the pogroms of the East, but at one point they or their fathers looked from aboard a ship to the country of milk and honey, in which there are people even more disfranchised than they." 14 They go home at night pawnshop is a depressing place, where poor black people are mercilessly fleeced.
Another confrontation follows. The pawnbroker, the onerous camp number tattooed on her arm, had been victim of the Nazi's medical experiments. Here, too, the narrator's empathy does not bridge the gap. Upon learning that the foreign visitor to her shop had re-migrated to Germany, the pawnbroker vociferously chases her out into the cold . A third confrontation follows, after the narrator and her black friend, the UN guide, enter a bar to warm up. They drink too much and so do the surrounding black men. When the latter start singing aggressively, the narrator's woman friend joins in. She is unable to protect the terrified narrator from being physically thrown out. Shaken by this string of confrontations to the point of hallucinating, the narrator flees Harlem on a southbound bus . Face to face encounters have not brought any solutions, but they have heightened the narrator's and the reader's awareness of the enormity of the problems facing American society. Clearly, sincere empathy with the victims of discrimination and goodwill towards them are necessary but are still insufficient to bring about mutual respect and cooperation for a better future. She is struck by the resemblance between the disdainful guide and a haughty high-ranking SS officer at the Jewish Theatre in Amsterdam. Obsessed with the flashback to her wartime past, the narrator challenges the purported former Nazi officer in a merciless inner dialogue and calls him to account. How can he play the gentlemen-guide after having participated in the Nazi mass murders? But then, how can she herself travel all over the world, hungry for new impressions? Do he and she not share survival strategies just as they share a pre-Nazi German past in which neither of them was politically active enough to help stem the tide of National Socialism? Are they not both compromised by their affirmation of life, however jaded, after Auschwitz? -To have stayed alive is to have said, "A," and hence both of them have had to take the consequence and say "B,"which is to go on living with unbearable memories . Unsparing sincerity brings the narrator to painful catharsis, even while the putative ex-SS officer gallantly lights his cigarette in the lobby of the Chichén-Itzá hotel.
In all three travel tales of Happy, sagte der Onkel, Grete Weil has her narrator move from the peripheralthe long walk along Wilshire Boulevard, the exploration of the New York cityscape, and the bus ride to the Toltec ruinsto intense inter-and intra-personal confrontations, which grow more quintessential from one story to the next. These tales are both autobiographical travel accounts and self-reflexive texts in Susan Bassnett's sense. 18 Using her travel adventurers in North America as a foil, the author leads her readers inescapably to more After her pivotal travel stories, Weil's next novel, Meine Schwester Antigone (My Sister Antigone), published in 1980, 19 finally brought the breakthrough she deserved. By then she was 74 years old and again widowed.
She lived alternately in Munich and near Locarno, above the Lago Maggiore, and continued to witness against forgetting. From her travels to Asia she brought home beautiful portraits but no travel tales. By the time she died in 1999, she had written two more novels, another collection of soul-searching stories and an autobiography. 20 Moreover, she had earned several prestigious literature prizes 21 of which the Geschwister-Scholl-Preis meant most to her, since it honors "not just literature bur foremost basic attitude" 22 and because it ties in directly with her wartime experiences and with her Antigone book, which is an exploration of courageous resistance (ibid.). Although her first confrontation with the New World was not a decisive experience in Grete Weil's long life, it turned out to be an invaluable catalyst for Weil, the author. The three travel tales make a fascinating and challenging read, but far more importantly, writing Happy, sagte der Onkel helped Weil find her very special, succinct style and unique voice while deepening her self-awareness.
